
 

 
Hidden Text and Non-Printing Characters  

(Word and Outlook) 
 

We've heard from many who aren't aware that "Hidden Text" is an actual thing in Word and 
Outlook. Or, they confuse it with another mysterious item - "Non-Printing Characters." We 
thought it worth a review of what these are, how and when they are generally used, and how 
to find out if they're in your text. 

Hidden Text 

Word and Outlook have a Font attribute (similar to Bold, Underline, etc.) that is called "Hidden 
Text." This is actually what it sounds like - the text is hidden from view. Usually...  But, not if 
someone knows how to see it...   

 Applying Hidden Text 

1. Type some text and select it. 
2. From the Font group in Word or Outlook, launch the Font dialog box. 

 



3. Place a checkmark next to Hidden and click on OK. 

Here is a nice email message that looks perfectly fine. But, is it? 

 

 Viewing Hidden Text 

1. Click on the Show/Hide button on the Home tab of the ribbon  (It looks like a 
backwards Paragraph mark) or press Ctrl+Shift+8. 

2. This displays all formatting marks within the text. 

The same email message above now shows something unexpected (and probably unwanted). 

 

The text with the dots below it is text that has been marked with the Hidden font. 

Outlook Warning:  If the recipient of an email containing hidden text replies to or forwards it, 
the text will automatically display without any indication that it was originally marked as 
Hidden. 

Word Warning:  If the recipient of a Word document has the option "Print hidden text" turned 
on, he or she will see what lurks beneath when the file is printed. 

The email above is a silly example, but there are legitimate situations when people use Hidden 
Text. We've seen this used for drafting instructions at the top of a Word form, for example.  
Since it can be viewed onscreen but doesn't print (by default), the instructions won't change 
the output of the printed document. 

The problem is, like any font attribute, if you begin typing within the area where the attribute is 
applied, it carries on as you go. So, you may be intending to type the title of the document, but 
it doesn't print. Check to make sure there are no dots under the text, indicating it has been 
marked as Hidden. 

You can always select the text that is misbehaving and open the Font dialog box.  If a specific 
attribute has been applied you will see a check mark next to it. Or, you might see something 



like this:  .  The square bullet in the box indicates that SOME (but not ALL) of the 
text within the selection has this attribute applied. 

Non-Printing Characters 

This brings us to the subject of Non-Printing Characters. These are the formatting marks that 
appear onscreen (if you ask for them) to help you troubleshoot documents, such as exploring 
why numbering has run amok or text isn't aligning properly. Spaces are indicated by a single dot 
between characters. In the example above, all of the dots below the second line are a cue that 
the text has the Hidden attribute applied. The paragraph marks indicate where a new 
paragraph has been inserted. 

Word Options 

You do have some control over what YOU see, but you can't always be sure of the settings on 
the recipient's system. If you want to change what shows on your screen in Word: 

1. Click on File and scroll down to Options. 
2. Select the Display category from the left. 
3. Place a checkmark next to each item you always want displayed. 

 

You can also change the Printing Options. 

4. From the same page in Options, scroll down to the Printing Options section. 

 

5. Place a checkmark next to Print Hidden Text. 
6. Click on OK to save your changes. 



In earlier versions of Outlook, you could control these same settings by going to the Mail 
category and changing the Display Options. In the later versions, you can only toggle non-
printing characters on or off, as a group, using the Show/Hide symbol or pressing Ctrl+Shift+8. 


